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For the Love of Birch
Known as the Mother Tree by some, the birch has been significant to 
the well-being of civilizations in the Northern Hemisphere since the 
last ice-age. The unlimited uses and applications of this distinctive and 
graceful tree have served many cultures; thus, the birch is celebrated  
in countless traditions, histories, and myths.  

In Celebrating Birch, North House Folk School, a community created to 
encourage lifelong learning through the teaching of traditional crafts, 
introduces a broad history of the birch—from its biology and ecology to 
its place in the practical and spiritual aspects of many northern cultures. 
In addition, included are 20 beautiful and practical projects to create, 
including a woven bark basket, carved box, and turned wooden bowl. 
More than just a tree, the birch is a link to our common human past that 
enriches the lives, hearts, and minds of those who work with it. 
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Many indigenous North American cultures also hold the birch in 
high esteem, using it to fashion utensils, birch bark trays, baskets, 
storage boxes, maple sugar cones, pots to boil water (which 
are reinforced with spruce gum), dishes, cups, and, of course, 
birch bark canoes. Because birch bark resists rotting and repels 
water, Native Americans have historically used it to waterproof 
their dwellings. According to some traditional Ojibwe stories, 
birch received these qualities as a reward for having sheltered 
Nanabozho, the trickster god, from the thunderbirds. It was 
the angry thunderbirds’ wings that gave the birch its distinctive 
markings (see “Nanabozho” on page 88). Interestingly, according 
to other stories, the birch actually received its markings as a 
punishment for refusing to obey its Maker!Because it is waterproof and will not easily rot, birch bark was 

useful as a form of paper. The Ojibwe Midewiwin scrolls depicting 

history, stories, and sacred teachings were made of etched birch 
bark. Ojibwe artist Norval Morriseau’s early works pay homage 
to the Midewiwin scrolls. Thomas Jefferson wrote to Lewis and 
Clark as they were about to leave on their expedition that they 
should keep daily records on “paper of birch, as less liable to 
injury from damp than common paper.” And in Russia, birch bark 
was often preferred for keeping important family records because 
of its durability. As noted earlier, many centuries-old birch bark 
scrolls, still quite legible, still exist.So you see, the birch, which grows about as old as a human 

being, is really the most magical and beautiful of all trees. 
Without it, our lives would be poor indeed.
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Floral motif etched in winter birch bark. Eric Mase, Minnesota, 2006.

right
Inside view of above canoe, featuring cedar ribs, birch thwart, and leather tumpline. Eric Mase, Minnesota, 2006.  
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Birch bark canoe. Eric Mase, Minnesota, 2006.  

right
Various styles of birch containers. Left to right: Canoe basket with interior bark exposed, bound with spruce root. Berry basket with Saami motif and woven Northern white cedar inner bark handle.  Scandinavian-style cylindrical container with black ash burl lid. Large birch bark container with hand carved cherry lid and handles. Dennis Chilcote, Minnesota, 2006.

North House Folk School has been working since 1997 
 to enrich lives and build community by teaching traditional  
northern crafts in a student-centered learning environment  

that inspires the hands, the heart, and the mind.


